J ust when you think everything is running smoothly in the occupational health unit, conflict emerges and emotions become negative. Invariably, tensions surface when least expected. The occupational health unit may be fully staffed, programs may be at their peak, and the future bright when suddenly conflict erupts. Conflict may take many forms.
The conflict may be between manager and employee. Conflicts between employees must be managed as well. In the context of daily actions, preventing and resolving conflicts consume a substantial portion of the manager's time.
To deal effectively with conflict, a manager must view these occurrences in a positive light. It is all too easy to think of conflict as disruptive, or as damaging to the harmony of relationships and the everyday order of things. Instead, conflict can be viewed as opportunity for change in the organization and growth among the persons involved.
Let us carefully examine the types of conflict which occur in work settings.
CONFLICT BETWEEN WORK AND THE EMPLOYEE
Lately, it has become increasingly evident that to succeed companies must move from an autocratic style of management to a more democratic style. Boissoneau (1989) identified an irony in that U.S. management styles have been typically autocratic, although this country was Conflict can be viewed as opportunity for change in the organization and growth among the persons involved.
founded on principles of individuality, worth, and freedom. The message is that workers can decide on matters of national importance through voting and elections, but they are not capable of decision making within their companies. It is no wonder that labor unions evolved in this country. In contrast, japanese industry uses participative management and recognition to motivate its workers. japanese workers' loyalty is rooted in the belief that employee efforts make the company a success. japanese behavioral approaches to work, imported from the U.S. during the rebuilding of post World War II japan, were a result of American behavioral scientists' consultation on effective motivational techniques for successful business and management practices (Boissoneau, 1989) . Perhaps because of industrial and military superiority at the time, U.S. companies did not seek advice from their own behavioral experts.
Other conflicts between the American worker and the company develop because of changes occurring in organizations and employee expectations of work (Snyder, 1989) . Increasing complexity, competition, and automation all affect the worker. Simultaneously, workers expect challenge, yet jobs are becoming more specialized.
Workers today are less motivated by competition and material gains, but are more interested in being part of a company that respects employee input and that produces a socially valued product (Snyder, 1989) . As the American work force becomes more educated and self-actualized, incompatibilities will worsen unless managers of companies can become sensitive to employee issues.
Conflict also ensues in work settings when employee work performance does not match company expectations (Umiker, 1989) . Clearly, in the majority of cases, this conflict results because of employee personal needs or deficits which interfere with the ability to work. Some employees have one foot out the door because of upcoming retirement or because of loss of interest in working. Others lack the basic skills to do the job. In some situations, financial, marital, family health, substance abuse, or child care problems drain people of energy, and their attention becomes focused on personal problems rather than on work. Employees with a work overload or whose work is erratic may experience stress and produce unevenly.
In all of these situations, conflict in the work setting results because the performance of the worker in the job and the company expectations do not match. Additionally, coworkers experience conflict when they carry another employee's share of the work effort as well as their own.
CONFLICT BETWEEN MANAGER AND EMPLOYEE
One common source of friction between manager and employee involves authority. Frequently, an employee is selected to assume delegated supervisory tasks or take charge during manager absences (Snyder, 1989) . As the assigned employee assumes the role, other employees may complain about the individual who now wants "to boss" everyone. Frequently the manager may also perceive that the employee steps out of bounds and assumes authority when it is unnecessary. A conflict between manager and employee results over who is in charge.
Employees with long job tenure and those who have developed additional skills through education and experience sometimes outgrow their jobs. These employees may be ready to expand their duties and perhaps assume a broader sphere of influence. A conflict arises between the manager and employee when the manager tries to limit the employee to the previously defined work role. When conflicts arise over authority and scope of the work position, the manager can minimize conflicts by assigning additional duties and perhaps special projects for the problem employee to supervise.
Another major conflict between manager and employee is in the area of communication. All too frequently, the manager believes two way communication exists, when in fact the manager is engaged in one way communication, or as McConnell (1989) labels it, dispensing of information to the employees. Con-fliers arise because the manager, rather than carefully listening to employee concerns, makes independent decisions about a question. A compromise or common understanding is not possible when the manager is too busy or unavailable or has a preconceived mindset about an issue of importance to employees.
When two way communication is not working, conflicts between supervisors and employees. mount. To the manager falls the responsibility of keeping communications open and of give and take in employee relations.
CONFLICT BETWEEN EMPLOYEES
Interpersonal conflicts between employees often occur when fundamental differences exist in employee beliefs about the direction, priorities, or values that the occupational health unit should espouse. One occupational health nurse may have a strong commitment to the role of the nurse in hazard communication, while another nurse in the same unit may subscribe to an emphasis on wellness programs. Still another nurse may feel that the priority of the unit is on illness and injury care. These conflicting values may clash during staff meetings and in other decision making times. The manager has the task of minimizing these differences in priorities and assisting the group to come to a common ground.
Another source of interpersonal conflict occurs when employees do not share the same standards in terms of quality of work or work habits (Snyder, 1989 ). An employee who spends a good part of the time in regimenting or criticizing others' work may emphasize perfection as a result of anxiety, indecision, and compulsiveness. Coworkers will experience frustration, often of crisis proportions, over the difficulty of working with the problem employee. Conflict will escalate if other employees believe that the manager supports the problem employee's view that their work is considered substandard. The manager must assure employees that their work is indeed adequate while counseling the problem employee that criticisms and control are disruptive to the work group.
One final area of conflict involves shared resources and facilities. Don't be surprised if employees get into issues of turf, that is, issues regarding who has the right to use certain space and when. In addition, frequent conflicts arise over use of equipment or who is in charge of a certain project. In actuality, shared space and resources belong to everyone and the manager needs to reconcile differences among employees about ownership and scheduling.
In a sense, conflict can challenge a manager to clarify issues and priorities and reconcile differences among people. Try humor and good will to relieve tensions and keep situations in perspective. Remember, above all, conflict comes with the territory.
